This study adopted a qualitative approach to examine Chinese university presidents' perceptions on the recruitment of foreign educated returnees and on their performance at Chinese universities. Twenty university presidents participated in the semi-structured interviews in from 2013 to 2015. The study found that all the participants held highly positive views about the quality and performance of the returnees in their universities. In their perceptions, most returnees met the universities' expectations and had made great contribution to the university, such as introducing new programmes, new ideas, new skills, and new courses, new methods, upgrading the academic programmes, raising the quality of research, internationalising the university's programmes, and connecting with foreign universities. At the same time, the participants believed that some returnees had difficulties adapting to the Chinese educational environment.
INTRODUCTION
Economic globalization has sped up internationalization of Chinese higher education (HE). Universities are often considered as key drivers of economic development, and it is the Chinese government's ambition to develop its HE to meet the domestic and global demands in its competition with other foreign universities (Chen, 2017) . Chinese universities aiming to catch up with the trend of internationalization see a need for a large pool of talent who have obtained higher qualifications from developed countries (Wang, 2005) . The best source of internationalised faculty is believed to be the returnee scholars as agents of educational, economic, social, cultural and political transformation in China (Cheng, 2002) . They have international learning and working experiences and understand Western cultures, norms, rules, and standards. They are called "glocal 23 standards, and conventions, international financial and labour markets, language and business culture and can "serve as important catalysts" in the transformation of Chinese economy and internationalisation of higher education ( Chen & Fang, 2016, p. 2) .
The participation of returnee academics in Chinese HE is believed to have lifted academic research standards, transformed teaching and research, upgraded the academic quality of the faculty, educated a large number of scientific and technological research and management leaders, and effectively promoted international academic exchanges (Chen, 2009) . Jakobson (2007) agreed that returnees have made outstanding contributions in the realm of S&T development and HE; "their input is pivotal", and they "have constituted a pillar in the PRC's success" in the transfer of "Western technological know-how and management practice" (p.21). It is these knowledge workers, rather than capital alone or natural resources, that create, disseminate, apply and transform their own and imported knowledge into technology for production and service (Abella, 2006) . The knowledge spill-over by returnees has enhanced the absorptive capacity of local human capital, broken the status quo, and stimulated creativity and innovation (Yang & Chen, 2013) .
To attract Chinese graduates from developed countries, China has implemented a number of preferential policies. The new elite returnees in general enjoy better housing, better reward, higher remunerations, faster advancement and promotion, more research resources and start-up funds than local peers and earlier returnees who "suffer from more perception of inequality and more negative social comparison" (He, 2009, pp. 51-52) . As a broad preferential treatment, the returnees who just graduated from foreign universities with a higher degree can be appointed as deans, directors or chairs of faculties, departments, or research centres (Maxwell, 2008) .
The preferential policies tend to create a culture of unfair competition, inequality, envy, resentment, and jealousy (Sun & Shi, 2016) and tension between returnees and locals (Chen, 2017) . The presence of the new returnees becomes a potential threat to the territories, positions, authority, and status of the local peers and earlier returnees who have had a firm control over most of the academic resources not easily available to the new entrants (Chen, 2017) . Zweig (2006) stated that "granting returnees preferential policies creates bad blood" between returnees and non-returnees (p. 210). The preferential treatment, criticised as "giving up a son to get a son-in-law", forms the perception among the locals that to be successful in one's academic career, earning a foreign PhD that is more valued and rewarded than a domestic one is the only path one can take (Zweig, 2006) . To the locals, however, returnees are "losers" who have failed to succeed overseas and have returned to China to reap undue privileges without making any substantial contribution to Chinese education and economy (Rosen & Zweig, 2005) . There is a prevalent belief that "the most coveted graduates", the brightest overseas Chinese scholars and scientists still remain overseas (Pan, 2016; Tang, 2016; ) and those who have returned are considered "mediocre" and "C grade turtles" with degrees from "universities of dubious quality" (The Economist, 2013) .
Research methods
This research, conducted in Mandarin from 2013 to 2015 in China, applied a qualitative interview approach to collect data to investigate the issues of global talent management concerning universities' motivations, policies, management, support, perceptions and evaluations of returnees by the Chinese university presidents. The
Recruiting Returnees: A Study of Chinese University Presidents' Perceptions of Foreign-Educated Returnees at Chinese Universities 24 approach allowed the researchers to listen to the narratives and stories of the participants in the process of inquiry to have a deeper understanding of the complexity of the issues. The interview questions centred on the motivations of the Chinese universities to attract the returnees from developed countries, the universities' global talent management policies and strategies, the strengths and weaknesses of these returnees compared with the domestically trained graduates, and the university presidents' perceptions of the academic and research performance of these returnees.
Participating universities
Twenty university presidents were interviewed: four 985 Project universities, eight 211 Project universities, and eight provincial universities (see Table 1 below). Of the twenty participating presidents, there were nine returnees, holders of master's or doctoral degrees from foreign universities. All the other participants had overseas experiences as a visiting scholar from one to twelve months.
There is a big gap in the investment in the expenditure per student between the Project universities and non-Project universities. This study took into consideration the hierarchy and differentiation in Chinese HE to achieve a balanced response to the research questions. Data analysis All the interviews were digitally recorded for qualitative analysis with the participants' consent, and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts of this study were thematically classified, coded and assigned meaning for data analysis, put into logical and meaningful categories to identify significant thematic structures, analysed through an inductive approach to let the critical themes emerge out of the data, and examined in a holistic fashion. For ethical reasons, we will report the findings, using the codes P1, P2, P3 … to mean Participant 1, Participant 2, and Participant 3.
Findings Institutions' motivations, goals, and expectations
There is a consensus from the interviews that global talent management was essential in internalising Chinese HE and upgrading Chinese universities to the worldclass level. All believed that talent was a prioritised top resource in the transformation of Chinese HE. These returnees were believed to have global vision, were well trained in the field, possessed high-end technological expertise highly needed to build worldclass universities. All participating universities had developed global talent management policies and strategies to attract, retain, and develop the returnees, involving incentives and preferential policies, such as offering of the titles of professorships, competitive salaries, subsidised or free accommodation, settlement fees, sophisticated laboratories, large sums of research start-ups, job arrangements for the spouses, and arrangements for children's education. Accompanying these incentives were high expectations. The returnees were expected to take leadership roles in the areas of teaching, research, and international connections. In teaching, the returnees' expected roles included designing academic programmes and curricula, delivering high-quality teaching, developing new disciplines and programmes, teaching bilingually, and acting as role models for the locals. In research, they were expected to lead research teams, obtain state and provincial research funds, undertake national and provincial research projects, and publish articles in top ranking SCI or SSCI foreign-language journals. In addition, they were assigned a role as international liaisons aiming to develop exchanges with elite foreign universities, facilitate international accreditations, and establish joint teaching and research programmes with world elite universities.
To P5, P10 and P18, the returnees had played a critical role in internationalising their universities, bridging the gaps between Chinese and Western universities and transforming Chinese universities into first-class research universities. Chinese universities could not become world-class universities without internationalisation and without the participation of global talents who could communicate with global universities. P6 stated that his university had formulated a GTM strategy which involved acquiring a large pool of top Chinese expatriates, internationalising the university, localising returnees' knowledge and expertise to achieve cultural fit, organisational fit and personal fit, and raising the standards of teaching, research and management. He observed that the number of top returnees had become a benchmark to achieve the university's strategic goals. As a university of music, P17 reiterated that music did not have a boundary and so it was an imperative to internationalise the university by recruiting global talents to upgrade the programmes and curricula that would benefit the students and the university. P4, P8, and P18 believed that building a world-class university required the participation of the graduates and scholars from world-class universities who had a good knowledge of what a world-class university was and what could be done to achieve the status. These returnee scholars had foreign learning and scientific research experiences, and had a good knowledge of Western research methods, education philosophy and conventions. P12 emphasised that what his university urgently needed were academic and research leaders in the field. P4, P9, P10, P11 and P16 were very much impressed with the outstanding performance of the returnees in their universities. They had achieved much in their teaching and research and had contributed much to upgrading the benchmark standards.
Developing preferential policies as a GTM practice
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Developing and implementing preferential policies as a GTM practice to attract highcalibre returnees to fulfil institutional strategic goals of becoming a world-class university has become a shared practice among all the participating universities. Preferential treatments to returnees include higher salaries, housing or housing subsidies, settlement fees, start-up research funds, labs, facilities, arrangements of employment for the spouses and best schools for children's education, and awarding of titles such as professorships, associate professorships, directorships, and assistants to the university presidents.
P19 believed that the preferential treatments were extremely necessary. The returnees had invested heavily in their foreign education. They became global talent as rare commodities with a high price tag on them in the international labour market. The Chinese low remuneration packages would prevent them from returning to work in China. The preferential policies as a kind of economic compensation were instrumental in attracting them back to China. He said,
In the international labour market, they are rare goods. They are sought after not only by Chinese universities, but also by foreign universities. We are running short of such global talents. The labour market requires us to take immediate actions to attract them back to serve the country.
P13 shared the view:
China is a developing country. There is a severe shortage of talents in almost all fields and sectors. There is also a huge gap in HE between China and developed countries. China has an urgent need for these scholars and scientists.
P6 asserted that the economic compensation to the returnees was far from enough to "purchase" these global elites in the international labour market. China should do more to get them back. If they could get a doctoral degree from Western universities, and if they had been successful in Western universities and companies, evidently, they must be very competitive global talents.
Returnees versus locals
The preferential policies towards the returnees have inevitably caused some tensions between the returnees and the locals and led to the who-is-better debates. There is strong evidence from the participants' views which echoed the public perception that returnees were the talents that all university were after and they were far better than the locals who never had any overseas experience and had never received any overseas education. P6 said: "It has become a consensus: In general, foreign-educated doctorates are better than those educated in China." According to P12, doctorates trained in developed countries were indeed much better than those in China. It was not easy to attract top returnees from the international market. There was a strong competition among Chinese universities P19 said that his university's goal was to build the university into a first-class university. The hope lay mainly in the returnees who might be able to invigorate the research dynamics of the university, overcome the in-breeding stagnation, eventually meet the university's requirements, and achieve the university's goals. P17 maintained that all conditions being similar, the university would prefer the returnees over the locals.
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The returnees could bring many benefits to the university that could not be achieved by the locals:
• Serving as change agents for the university's transformation • Enriching the university's academic and research environments; • Setting the agendas to gradually internationalise the university; • Lifting the university's academic and research standards; and • Supporting the university's endeavour to build itself into a world-class university. P11 noted that compared with locals, returnees were better performers in teaching and research. They were more committed to their profession, obtained more research funds from the state, the province, and enterprises, and published more high-ranking SCI and SSCI journal articles. For P12, attracting returnees to take leadership roles in upgrading teaching and research was part of the university's internationalisation policy. The university expected returnees to lead teams, aiming to build first-class. Such expectations could not be fulfilled by the locals. He said that returnees in his university were outstanding achievers, and they stood high above locals with their strong research capabilities, professional competence, intellectual intelligence, international perspectives, rigorous training, their commitment to the profession, and their tenacity to confront difficulties.
Negative perceptions of returnees
In spite of the many advantages of returnees, some participants reported their negative perceptions of some of returnees, such as their unrealistic expectations, inability to adapt to Chinese culture and to apply their acquired knowledge to the Chinese contexts, unfamiliarity of the Chinese education philosophy, lack of teaching experience and interpersonal communication skills, and unsatisfactory teaching and research performance.
P7 reported that in his university, some returnees did not know how to teach and how to conduct research. They were not "good" teachers, nor were they "good" researchers. He attributed this to their inadequate overseas trainings in research, teaching, course development, curricular design, education philosophy, and teaching practices. P9 gave a similar example to demonstrate his point: A returnee with a doctoral degree from the University of Edinburgh did not know how to write a Chinese-style research proposal to apply for the state and provincial research funds, how to collaborate with other colleagues, and how to communicate with his students, with his peers and superiors. He had difficulty adapting to the culture of the university. P12 commented that the university had recruited some returnees who just graduated from EuroAmerican and Japanese universities without any work experience. The new recruits were not regarded as "high-end scholars". They lacked socialising, interpersonal communication and emotional intelligence skills. He said, "In my view, high-calibre researchers with emotional intelligence skills and intercultural communication skills remain overseas. With such skills, they can swim freely like a fish in water, in the USA, or in Japan. Many returnees lack such essential skills". They were perceived to be under-performing. Although they were born and had received much education in China, they did not seem to have a good understanding of the Chinese culture and thus had difficulty readjusting and re-integrating into the organisational culture of the university.
P10 said that some returnees in his university often complained about the poor working conditions and unsatisfactory environments as compared with the universities Recruiting Returnees: A Study of Chinese University Presidents' Perceptions of Foreign-Educated Returnees at Chinese Universities 28 from which they had graduated. Their negative attitudes prevented them from effectively socialising with colleagues and from integrating into the local culture (jiediqi). They often held unrealistically high expectations, attempting to recoup in a short time their investments in the foreign education. They complained about low salaries, poor living environments, unhealthy foods, and poor education for their children. When their expectations were unmet, they threatened to leave. They wanted to be leaders, to be deans and directors, and hated being led by others. They felt they were superior to others. P5 and P6 noted that some returnees were self-centred and over-emphasised their personal rather than collective gains and interests. They treated their peers with a haughty air. They lacked adequate social intelligence skills and had difficulties dealing with the complexity of interpersonal guanxi networks. Team work was an important part of the university culture. However, team work and collaboration were difficult with these returnees. According P12, lack of the guanxi networks as a disadvantage prevented the returnees from obtaining research funds, publishing their research articles, maximising their knowledge acquired overseas, adapting to the local culture, and integrating into the community of practice.
Discussion
The quest for world-class university has become policy priorities at national, provincial and institutional levels. Building a world-class university has been on the agenda of almost all Chinese universities. To achieve a world-class university status, all the universities involved have put global talent attraction on their top agendas. One of the key elements of the Chinese GTM strategies is adoption of preferential policies and the provision of handsome incentives in the form of high compensation schemes: startup funds, housing subsidies, arrangements for the children's education and spouses' employment, and offers of high academic titles and positions to those with doctoral degrees from Western universities, such as deans, directors, and associate and full professors. The returnees are believed to have contributed significantly to the strategic objectives, and to the transformation of some Chinese universities into top universities of international advanced level, and to the upgrading of the education and research qualities.
Studies have shown that salaries are among the most important factors influencing the global mobility of top academics and researchers (Jaschik, 2012; Rumbley, Pacheco, & Altbach, 2008; Sharma, 2010) . Altbach, Reisberg, Yudkevich, Androushchak, and Pacheco (2012) compared the salaries at the entry level and the top of salary hierarchy of 28 countries and found that China offered one of the lowest average entry-level salaries. Heavy teaching loads steal away their time for research. Lack of quality research outputs means failure to meet the universities' goals to build world-class universities. A world-class university cannot be built by the faculty who are poorly paid and who are left to struggle for life (Bie, 2016; Pan, 2016) .
It should be acknowledged that not all Western trained returnees can be categorised as "top scholars". The returnees have been stratified into different status groups in the international labour market (L. Zhao & Zhu, 2009) , from the very top to mediocre ones. The GTM strategies have targeted top returnees, while a large majority of returnees have been excluded from the GTM programmes and preferential policies. However, with the shortage of graduates with foreign higher qualifications, any doctoral degree holders from Western countries, experienced or inexperienced in teaching and research, fit or unfit for the positions, have been hotly sought after by Chinese universities.
The returnees' special status becomes a cause of an esteem and equality concern to the home-grown faculty who perceive the participation of the returnees in the academic and research activities as a threat to their career paths. According to Chen (2005) , in a collectivistic society like China, "the cultural norms stresses equal value in each member's contribution to the maintenance of group integrity and attainment of group goals", shared values, mutual accountability, and collaboration rather than an individual member's "worthiness", performance, status, and contribution (p. 59). The returnees' status often becomes a barrier to knowledge sharing in the university where the academic community as an "invisible village" is absent and both the returnees and the locals "scramble for resources" and form "the very mentality of mistrust" (Yi, 2011, p. 510) .
The returnees cannot thrive without support from the university to further develop their teaching and research capabilities, personal literacy and cultural literacy (Beechler & Woodward, 2009) , and to achieve cultural fit, internal systemic fit, strategic fit, and personal fit by aligning their goals and practices with those of the universities (Stahl et al., 2012) . Faculty development is of particular importance in China where faculty development is unfamiliar to administrators whose relations with faculty "are often focused on supervision and control, and less on support and development" (Stahl et al., 2012, p. 94) . Chinese universities are morally responsible to provide support to help returnees readapt to the education environment, reintegrate them into the Chinese academic communities, and help them resolve issues in teaching, research, and social and interpersonal communication. To build world-class universities entails adopting GTM strategies, creating a culture of organisational learning, gathering a large talent pool, internationalising all aspects of the university, and restructuring university governance and salary compensation schemes.
Conclusion
The discourse of HE internationalization as an imperative and Chinese universities' ambition to achieve world-class university status have led to the adoption and implementation of GTM strategies and practices aiming to attract Chinese graduates with higher degrees from developed countries. Due to Chinese university low salary package schemes, preferential policies and treatments that offer Western style salaries plus other benefits were considered to be a critical measure to attract and retain these higher degree holders. The returnees were believed to outperform the locals in teaching and research. They made outstanding contributions to uplifting the benchmark education standards, internationalising almost every aspect of the university, and introducing Western teaching pedagogy, research methods, education philosophy, and cultural knowledge. However, some returnees had difficulty adapting to the Chinese educational environments to achieve strategic, organisational and personal alignments. It is important to consider the person-organisation fit, and the quality and integrity of the candidates in recruitment. It is equally important to provide opportunities and support to assist the returnees to adapt to the organisational culture, solve problems in their reentry adaptation and integration, harmonise expectations, develop their talent, create a large local-returnee talent pool, and achieve the university's strategic goals.
